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Abstract
This phenomenological study explores how several women in leadership roles within higher
education administration navigate the overlapping crises of the COVID-19 pandemic and the
increased social unrest in America during 2020. As a result of decades of discrimination towards
women, there exists a gendered gap in leadership roles within higher education administration.
The goal of this study is to highlight the ways women who have ascended to leadership roles in
higher education administration persist, especially during this unique time of crisis. Collected
through semi-structured interviews and viewed through an intersectional feminist lens, the data
led to the emergence of the following categories of findings: leadership characteristics, which
includes leading with compassion, leading by example, and leading through partnership; “trained
for this” which includes athletics, teams, and role modeling as well as knowing the possibilities
and acting; and lastly, mission alignment and fit. The findings from this study provide insight
into how women in higher education administration lead in times of crisis and lessons for
effective leadership, regardless of a leader’s gender, during future crises.
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Introduction and Context
With the passing of Title IX of the Education Amendments Act of 1972 prohibited the
discrimination against women in higher education de jure, there remains a de facto gendered
difference in leadership opportunities (Chliwniak, 1997).Thus there continues to be significant
barriers impacting the progression and persistence of women in higher education administration,
resulting in an inequality in the representation of women in these roles (Klenke, 2017).
Additionally, research has highlighted that women are often given leadership roles in
higher risk situations and times of crisis, a phenomenon known as the “glass cliff” (Bruckmüller
et al., 2014). As the United States finds itself amidst a number of national and global crises in the
last year, including social unrest surrounding racism, political upheaval, and the COVID-19
pandemic, the role of leadership has become even more vital. As Bannerji et al. (2000)
demonstrate, universities are “sites for the reproduction of power and privilege” (p. 5). The goal
of this paper is to highlight ways women navigate times of crisis, specifically racial and political
unrest and the COVID-19 pandemic, in order to persist in their leadership roles in higher
education administration.
To understand how women lead during times of crisis, researchers must create spaces for
the voices of women in higher education administration to be heard. While the field of research
on women in leadership is emerging and holding attention in the social sciences, there is more to
be done. Feminist intersectionality implores us to ensure research in this vein is moving forward
by exploring similar research questions with individuals who have diverse and complex identities
(Klenke, 2017). As Mavin and Yusupova describe in this statement, his research is vital:
“A future research avenue is not only to track the number of women in leader positions in
various organisational sectors, before and after COVID-19 but also to look throughout
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the hierarchy at the ranks of precarious women to investigate how the current crisis is
providing an environment where patriarchy is re-embedding. This will undoubtedly help
to challenge the increasingly hierarchical and inequitable structures of organisations and
academia.” (Mavin & Yusupova, 2020, p. 742)
The unique intersectionality examined in this paper holds insight for other women entering
higher education and for those working to create a more equitable field in higher education.
Literature Review
"The ultimate measure of a [wo]man is not where [s]he stands in moments of comfort, but where
[s]he stands at times of challenge and controversy." - Martin Luther King Jr.
When the World Falls Apart
2020 was a year of unprecedented crisis with the emergence and persistence of the
COVID-19 pandemic. “The COVID-19 pandemic thrust upon the world, the workplace, and in
this case, higher education, the necessity for a virtually immediate adaptation to remote work and
remote learning” (Gedro, et al., 2020, p. 395). For women administrators in higher education, the
shift to a virtual environment was only one of the major crisis leadership demands. For many
women, the pandemic shifted the majority of the duties of childcare, elder care, and other home
responsibilities onto their plates (Mavin & Yusupova, 2020). The pandemic coincided with an
additional crisis for the country. Galea and Abdalla (2020) paint an image of the drastic state in
United States:
The number of deaths, economy has been brought to a halt with more than 40 million
filing for unemployment, killing of several unarmed black men and women spurred
widespread civil unrest demanding reform of systems of policing that have been
disproportionately harmed black people for centuries. These 3 events, the pandemic,
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massive unemployment, and the recent protests have occurred concurrently. (Galea &
Abdalla, 2020, p. 228)
Overall COVID-19 has drawn attention to the pre-existing inequities and fragile
circumstances throughout our country and the population has seen these come to a head (Mavin
& Yusupova, 2020). Higher education women administrators have found themselves in the
center of this perfect storm with an additional burden of social gender norms. With daily work
moving and continuing online, these leaders have also been placed in a unique space of
experiencing these many layers of crisis with their teams in a way previously unknown.
We were sharing with colleagues our children, partners, living areas, dogs, cats, door
bells, rows with older children and shopping deliveries, including sofas and furniture...the
overwhelming feelings were around inadequacy in ambiguity; not having the answers at
work or at home.(Marvin & Yusupova, 2020, p. 738)
As Collins et al. notes, “the COVID-19 outbreak was neither unpredictable nor unforeseen”
(Collins et al., 2020, p. 1073). This is also the case for the social unrest and increased
unemployment. The occurrence of these layered crises puts a spotlight on women in higher
education administration and their leadership.
Women in the Leadership Roles & Patriarchy
Gender inequality in higher education can be seen through the underrepresentation of
women in senior administration roles. In the United States women represent only 34.4% of
senior administration roles (NCES, 2018). Women transitioning to formal and higher roles of
leadership has been slowed by cultural norms and socializing factors, specifically in male
dominated spaces, such as higher education (Clark & Johnson, 2017). While many causes have
been identified when exploring the gap in women in leadership roles including “socialization
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practices,” “societal opportunities,” lack of role models, and demands of family life (Klenke,
2017, p. 403), something is still obstructing women from reaching senior leadership roles. Over
the past 30 years researchers have delved into gender bias in many realms, but the need
continues to grow as society also shifts to deconstruct its own history while time continues to
move forward.
Researchers are calling for a refocus on gender equity in leadership roles at all levels in
the wake of COVID-19 (Coscieme et al., 2020; Gedro et al., 2020). “These barriers have reemerged with more power than ever before during COVID-19 and have tremendous impact on
women” (Mavin & Yusupova, 2020, p. 740). Mavin and Yusupova (2020) outline how COVID19 is a significant additional burden on women as they continually battle the patriarchy that
maintains a status quo within high education. Pointing towards the research of Simpson and
Kurma (2019), who outline the metaphor of “the Teflon Effect,” a metaphor for the way that
“merit may fail to ‘stick’ to the bodies of women in management and leadership roles due to a
misalignment between social identity (woman) and the nature of the job (leader/manager)”
(Mavin & Yusupova, 2020, p. 742). This lack stick may also shine light on the persistent realities
of two other phenomena, the “glass slipper effect” (Ashcraft, 2013) and the “glass cliff” (Ryan &
Haslam, 2007).
The glass slipper effect coined by Ashcroft (2013) refers to a lack of fit between
professional identities of a leader and that of a woman. Mavin and Youspov (2007) push this
farther in their more recent exploration highlighting the resilience needed in extreme conditions
such as a crisis. In conjunction the glass cliff phenomenon (Ryan & Haslam, 2007) outlines how
women are often given leadership roles in high risk situations with a known lower probability of
success, and then the leadership capabilities and sustainability of these women are questioned. In
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simple terms, how women are set up for failure within a parrarical system (Ryan & Haslam,
2007). “COVID-19 destabilises the progress made towards gender equality” (Mavin &
Yusupova, 2020, p. 742). The high stakes interplay of patartichial systems and gender within
higher education are even more salient as spaces of higher education face significant budget cuts;
financial and personnel costs of shifting to online platforms; and a possible long term shift in the
dynamics of the global workplace (Collins et al., 2020).
Leadership Characteristics
The unique situation of crisis leadership for women in higher education administration
requires strong leadership characteristics. While a variety of characteristics are promising for
leaders to succeed through times of crisis, research outlines three vital components, compassion,
modeling, and partnership, that women leaders should embody in times of crisis as layered as the
current situation (Dirani et al., 2020; Channing, 2020; Mavin & Yusupova, 2020; Spendlove,
2007; Stefan & Nazarov, 2020).
Compassion
Research has found that it is important for leaders to show compassion for their
employees during a crisis (Dirani et al., 2020; Spendlove, 2007; Stefan & Nazarov, 2020). Gedro
et al. (2020) notes that “leadership during crisis necessitates a sense of timing and the ability to
toggle among a range of directive/agentic and collaborative/nurturing styles” (p. 404). Dirani et
al. (2020) wrote that “leaders will need to understand each and every individual’s problems
separately and guide them to overcome them” (p. 9). The compassion and space for emotional
processing should also be unique to each individual. In times of extreme crisis associated with
grief, such as the pandemic and racial killing, Rocco and Shuck (2019) argue that leaders should
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make space for their employees to express grief in order to maintain a healthy workplace
environment.
An additional layer of working remotely, requires an additional layer of understanding
from leaders. In particular, Dirani et al. (2020) state that during the pandemic leaders need to be
aware that it “may be challenging for employees to separate their work from challenges at home”
(p. 9). Dirani et al. (2020) suggests that leaders should reach out to employees at home virtually
on a consistent basis to ensure connection and understanding. One of the participants in Gedro et
al.’s (2020) interviews expressed this in the following context:
Although I could not remove the stressors associated with illness, financial insecurity, job
loss, and changes to daily family life; I could promote a virtual work environment that
encourages support and self-care. (Gedro et al., 2020, p. 397)
Ultimately, research demonstrates that leaders must express empathy by connecting with their
employees in this unique environment, no matter the stressors or barriers.
Example (Modeling)
A second component of leadership highlighted throughout literature as important during
this complex time of crisis is that of modeling. By modeling behaviors, or leading by example,
leaders have a powerful opportunity to reflect and demonstrate for their team how to persist and
grow within a crisis. In his book, Baldoni (2008) names leading by example as the most
important leadership trait within successful leaders. Research has shown that leading by
example, specifically rather than leading only by words, shows significant positive effects on
team cooperation and increased contributions (Dannenberg, 2015).
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Within the context of the complex crisis of social, political, and racial unease, Channing
(2020) highlights that there is an urgency in leaders leading by example. Specifically, Channing
notes ways that this must happen for leaders moving forward:
Leaders must be willing to examine their own contexts, collaborate with all
constituencies, and reflect upon their own implicit biases to develop policies and
practices that make sense for their organization and that will lead to greater equity and
better environments on their campuses. Cultures do not change overnight, so commitment
to long-term investigations of best practices for mitigating implicit biases is necessary
because they cannot be completely eliminated. (Channing, 2020, pgs. 52-53)
Leading by example is how leaders can gain traction in changing systemic issues of inequality,
racism, and sexism.
Partnership
The final piece of the leadership trifecta demonstrated through literature is the value of
partnerships while leading through a crisis. Hendrickson, et al. (2013) presses leaders within
higher education to take a note from corporate public relations crisis strategies and build
relationships with external partners to not only be in tune with the world outside of academia, but
to be effective in sustaining through crises. The importance of building bridges with outside
partners and its extreme value in times of crisis is highlighted in Gedro et al. (2020). This
culmination of crisis from a pandemic to racial killings to drastic economic downturns requires
an additional level of partnership for collaboration to ensure experts are involved in an
organization's problem solving and systemic change (Ospina & Foldy, 2010).
Crisis Preparation for Leadership
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Research outlines how leaders who are the most successful during crises are those who
have anticipated the probability of impending change and are situated to be flexible and
innovative (Dirani et al., 2020; Stern, 2013). “At the institutional level, the pandemic brings into
the spotlight the role of leaders and leadership in reshaping their organizations to survive during
and after the crisis” (Dirani et al., 2020, p. 11). Stefan and Nazarov (2020) found that during a
crisis “leaders must have a clear goal-oriented vision, be risk-averse, and present innovative
long-term strategic thinking to gain a competitive advantage” (p. 522). Pre-planning allows
leaders to make decisions and strategize without the weight of crisis. Additionally through
planning and preparation, leaders may have input from other team members and experts to
ensure the most successful options for possibilities in the future.
Mission Alignment and Fit
The importance of individual choice, fit, and mission alignment has been highlighted
repeatedly in examining the narratives of women leaders (Klenke, 2004). For the purpose of this
exploration, fit is viewed through the concept of destiny as defined by Viktor Frankel, authorpsychiatrist. Destiny is “the call of a potential meaning waiting to be fulfilled” (Frankl, 1959, p.
127). Intertwined in literature with the concept of destiny is the concept of women leaders having
mission-driven pathways particularly when individually reflecting on their experiences
(Burgman, 2018; Curry, 2000; Jaworski, 1998). Literature also outlines how a sense of destiny
may assist women leaders in being more resilient, having increased self-efficacy, and
approaching barriers with a solution-based mindset (Glowacki-Dudka et al., 2016; Lowe, 2011;
Redmond et al., 2017). In her personal reflections, Burgman (2018) explores how specifically for
women leaders, “working within higher education has a transformation story that connects to
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institutional mission, vision, and values” (p. 21). Overall, research focuses a strong light on the
vital components of destiny and mission alignment for successful women leaders.
Conceptual Framework
For this study, an intersectional feminst framework was used to amplify the voices of
women in higher education administration as they reflect on their leadership during times of
complex crisis. Intersectionality hinges on an individual’s personal and group identities
contributing to a unique experience (Breslin et al., 2017). Through an intersectional exploration
of how women navigate leadership within higher education administration during a crisis the
overlapping categories demonstrate a “dynamic interaction between individual and institutional
factors” (Hancock, 2007, p. 64). Using a feminst intersectional framework allows for
investigation of how uneven power relations that shape structural manifestations of oppression
(i.e., classism, racism, sexism, and heterosexism)” (Agosto & Roland, 2018, p. 259).
Intersectional feminism hinges on the concept of shared oppression. “Under capitalism,
patriarchy is structured so that sexism restricts women’s behavior in some realms even as
freedom from limitations is allowed in other spheres” (Hooks, 2000, p. 5). This research
explored the phenomena of White women in higher education administration and their
navigation of the pandemic and social/racial crises through the merged framework of
intersectionality and feminism.
Research Purpose and Questions
This paper aims to highlight ways women* leaders navigate times of crisis, specifically
racial and political unrest and the COVID-19 pandemic, in order to persist in their senior
leadership roles in higher education administration through the exportation of the following two
research questions:
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RQ1: What leadership characteristics do women senior leaders in higher education
administration aim to embody during times of crisis?
RQ2: How does the personal mission and vision of women leaders in higher education
administration roles impact their actions and response during times of crisis?
Positionality
Reflexivity in critical research according to Merriam and Tisdell (2016) is instrumental
in describing how the researcher and process can shape the data due to previous assumptions and
experiences. The lead researcher for this project is a White, female, second-year Ph.D. student
with a background in K-12 administration and nonprofit leadership. Having experienced sexism
and the interplays of power and privilege within leadership in her own career pathway, the
researcher approached the collection of data aware of her possible bias. Prior to conducting the
interviews, the lead researcher had interacted with two of the three participants. All interviews
were framed conversationally, which allowed participants and the lead researcher to establish a
relationship of support and care. At the end of each interview the participants demonstrated
support for the lead researcher by encouraging the pursuit of leadership, offering resources and
networks, and suggesting future research areas. This natural support and demonstration of
sending the elevator back down for a woman leader embodies the importance of women in
senior leader roles acting as allies, advocates, and mentors for other women leaders.
The second author is a White, female, second-year Ph.D. student who has experience
teaching in K-12 public schools. She has taken on various leadership roles that have given her
insight into effective management styles. The third author is a White, male, second-year Ph.D.
student with a background in K-12 teaching and administration.
Methods
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This qualitative phenomenological study was designed to tell the stories of women in
higher education administration roles. Through semi-structured interviews, these women were
able to share their experiences during a time of crisis. Participants were chosen in a two step
sampling method. Participants were selected through a process of convenience and snowball
sampling.
Site and Participants
The site for this research was a large private, predominately White institution (PWI) in
the Mid-Atlantic. Each of the participants are White women and between 50-70 years old. The
women hold various leadership roles across the PWI and individually have over 20 years of
leadership experience across varying higher education spaces. Additionally, the women all hold
terminal degrees During initial participant interviews, snowball sampling was utilized to find
additional participants.
Data Collection and Analysis
This phenomenological study used qualitative methods to collect and analyze the data.
Each participant took part in a series of two semi-structured interviews with the lead author that
lasted approximately 30 minutes via a web-based video platform. The first interview encouraged
participants to reflect on their personal experiences and process in becoming women leaders in
higher education including motivations and the navigation of barriers. The second round of
interviews were focused on the participants' experiences of the interplay between power and
privilege in higher education administration leadership and specifically during this time of crisis.
Additionally, participants were asked to reflect on how the COVID-19 pandemic, the instances
of police brutality and the corresponding response through Black Lives Matter protests and
related political unrest impacted their leadership in higher education administration. Lastly, the
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second interview was utilized to call back, clarify, and further develop themes from the first
interview.
After and in-between the interviews the lead author engaged in active journaling to
reflect on the conversations and to refine questions for the subsequent interviews. Once
interviews were complete, they were transcribed and cleaned by the lead author before coding.
All three researchers engaged in the data coding and analysis process. For the initial pass, each
researcher read and coded the interview transcripts based on their smallest possible units
(Saldaña, 2015) using a collaborative coding software. After the open coding pass, the
researchers applied an in vivo coding pass and then a values coding pass. The researchers came
together between passes to discuss how axial coding would proceed. Through this discussion, the
researchers compared and evaluated their various codes eventually coming to consensus as they
grouped the codes into overarching themes (Saldaña, 2015).
Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness in this study was addressed through increasing credibility,
confirmability, dependability, and transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) in a variety of ways.
Conducting a set of two interviews allowed the lead researcher to connect, clarify, and follow up
on certain topics to increase credibility. Additionally, member checking was utilized during and
after the second interview (Cohen et al., 2007; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To address issues of
confirmability, the researchers met to discuss their individual codes. In these meetings, the
researchers shared their analytic memos from journaling. As a result, individual codes were
refined and developed into categories, themes, and findings, as suggested by Saldaña (2015), and
were triangulated with the lead researcher’s field notes.
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Dependability was addressed by the research team examining the lead author’s audit trail
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researchers discussed the lead authors process of participant
selection, interview protocol, and initial codes that emerged through reflective journaling.
Finally, findings were written up with a “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) in mind to increase
transferability. Detailed field notes were written out during and after each interview by the lead
researcher to describe the data collection process (Billups, 2020).
Findings
Through the two sets of interviews the women shared their experiences and were able to
reflect on their leadership in this time of crisis. There were three pertinent themes that emerged
after analysis of the series of interviews: leadership characteristics; “trained for this”; and
mission alignment and fit. Each of the three themes are explored below.
Leadership Characteristics
The three women interviewed for this study demonstrated certain leadership
characteristics that proved critical during a time of crisis due to heightened social unrest and the
COVID-19 pandemic. The women’s reflections led to the emergence of the following categories
of findings within leadership characteristics: leading with compassion, leading by example, and
leading through partnership.
Leading with Compassion
In order to mitigate the consequences of the pandemic, people had to make sudden
changes to their familiar working and social routines. As many workplaces and institutions
shifted to a virtual environment, many people had to make significant living adjustments and
navigate challenging circumstances in order to meet the demands of both work and school. The
three women leaders in this study explained that leading with compassion was particularly
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important during this time of crisis. When describing her adjustment in leadership mentality
during this time, Fey emphasized the need for empathy:
I think COVID has made us all a little softer in a really good way to be like, "You got to
take care of your family." So I think you have to know your people and enjoy them and
laugh with them. (FeyInt2)
This increased understanding for putting family first and the elevated need to know your staff
was echoed by the two other participants, Mary and Quinn, when describing their leadership
styles during the crisis. One way that Mary has led with compassion is by accommodating the
schedules of working parents to extend beyond traditional work hours.
And of course now we have so many working parents who are going crazy with their
kids, and really needing to say, "Families come first. You figured that out. We're going to
be fine." And I know for some of my folks who have young children, I don't hear from
them during the day, but at nine o'clock, all of a sudden I get 10 emails. It's like, "I got
that." (MaryInt2)
During pre-pandemic times the culture of the workplace might not honor such communication
habits as Mary described above. However, during this time of crisis, Mary chose to lead with
compassion especially for her working parents who benefit from adjusted expectations on
workplace demands, such as available working hours. Similarly, Quinn, the participant who does
not have children, recognized the importance of being empathetic for staff managing kids at
home along with their workload as she discussed her thought process when approaching her team
as her institution moved to remote working.
I wanted them to make the decision that was most comfortable for them based on family
situations. But if you really deep dig into that, all my senior admin have kids at school
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age, right? And so that impacts them. Because it's hard to find childcare now, is it safe
childcare? There's just so many decisions, right? And so, I actually feel … empathetic to
what they're going through because they have to school, their children, they have to do
their job full time, right? So, it's just so chaotic, I'm sure, for all of them. (QuinnInt2)
While the participants extended their compassion to all staff members, their compassion
for their women staff members was distinct. Part of leading with compassion includes
understanding the additional burdens that women navigate in a society with historically gendered
roles. As women themselves, the leaders in this study are able to have a deeper understanding of
the additional workload that women have above men. This “second shift” often includes
increased domestic responsibilities and caretaking duties for children and family members
(Hochschild, 1990). One participant, Fey, expressed her exhaustion with the burdens of the
second shift particularly in contrast to the experiences of some of her male colleagues during this
crisis. In her reflection, Fey specifically discusses how some male colleagues, and one in
particular, have not equally shared the burden of going to the grocery store, a domestic task that
has become relatively risky during the pandemic.
He has not been to the grocery store in eight months, six months. He just does not do that.
So the level of work and the level of what I have had to contend with is completely
different than most of my male colleagues, the president, and especially at the highest
level because people have wives. (FeyInt2)
Their shared identity as women gives these leaders added insight into the challenges their female
staff may be experiencing. Leading with compassion is an important leadership characteristic
especially as women’s burdens may have become exacerbated during the pandemic.
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In addition to responsive expectations of their staff, the women leaders in this study also
implemented new practices as a way to lead with compassion during this unprecedented time.
For example, Mary began sending a Monday morning email to her staff to express understanding
and encouragement.
One of the things that I have found myself doing is actually not on a political level at all,
but on a humane level. In March, when we went into lockdown mode, the first week I
wrote to my staff, which is about 30 people give or take, and I just wrote an email for
Monday morning saying, "Hey, it's going to be okay." You know? And then the second
week I wrote another email to kind of say, "Hey, we're going to be okay." So here we are,
it's week 27 and every Sunday I write an email to the staff that gets sent at six o'clock in
the morning on Monday morning to my entire staff saying, "it's going to be okay. You
guys are great. I really appreciate who you are. (MaryInt2)
When reflecting on this new email practice, Mary expressed how emotionally exhausting it has
been but also emphasized how important it is for leaders to recognize shared humanity with their
staff during a time of crisis.
I think if I had known how long we were going to be home, I probably wouldn't have
gotten into it. But it also reflects my basic position, which is basically humanity matters.
And that's why social issues and social justice are so important, because people's basic
humanity matters. (MaryInt2)
Mary’s belief that “humanity matters” guided many of her leadership decisions during this time.
All three participants in this study lead with compassion in order to best support their staff
through crisis.
Leading by Example
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All three women discussed how they strive to lead by example. Reflecting on her
leadership experience during the pandemic, Fey discussed how much leadership by example
matters and emphasized that “it matters more in a crisis” (FeyInt2). One way the women leaders
discussed how they lead by example was by sharing how they are taking care of themselves and
stressing the need for their staff to do the same. Mary describes how she communicates this idea
to her staff specifically in her Monday emails:
But I've also used it to say to them, "look, if things are getting too tough, take some time
out during the day, go take a walk. It's okay." I've written to tell them "look, if you've got
kids at home and you need to have some time during the workday, no problem." You've
got to be taking care of yourself first... I think it has been part of my gesture as the leader
of an office to stay in regular touch, to encourage people, to make sure they're not feeling
overly stressed, to give them permission to be upset or anxious or just to want to walk
away from their desks. (MaryInt2)
Fey also referred to the idea of taking care of oneself first through using a common
understanding of putting on your mask first as if in an emergency flight situation.
The idea that if I was on a plane that was going down, that the first thing I would do
would not be to help my child is like, "You've got to be joking." I just can't even imagine
that. But the truth of the matter is that you have to take care of yourself, put your own
mask on first, before you can help anybody else… I have been all about taking care of
other people, my children, my students, organizations that I support, whatever. And I
should do all of that, yes, but I am better at doing that, I'm a better person, I'm a happier
person, which enables other people to be better, if I put my own mask on first…it's made
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me a better leader, it's made me show up well. You need to show up well as a leader.
(FeyInt1)
All three women discussed ways that they have taken care of themselves during the pandemic
not only to sustain themselves personally but also to lead by example. Taking breaks and
vacations were methods shared among all participants. Fey discussed how she encourages her
staff to take vacations and modeled that herself:
I was meeting with my staff, and somebody is going on vacation. And we're like, "Yes,
go, go take a real vacation." She's the director of the teaching learning center at the first
week of classes. She put on 10 workshops in two weeks when we shifted to remote
teaching, and she's just done. So I try to model for them what they should be doing. And
when I went on vacation for four days, when I took Margaret up to college, and then had
Thursday, Friday, Saturday and Sunday. And I was like, look, unless something's
burning, don't call me." I need a little time away, so I want that for them, and I try to
model that. (FeyInt2)
Similarly, Mary said that when she went on a week-long vacation, she sent a picture of her and
her partner with their rented RV to her staff. By sharing her joy from vacation, Mary hoped to
encourage others to not only feel comfortable taking a vacation but also to feel good about
sharing it with coworkers. Mary purposefully modeled this behavior to set a cultural norm that
values taking time to rest and rejuvenate.
To address how best to lead by example for working parents, the two women who had
children in this study discussed the value of boundary setting. The two participants shared that
while managing work from home with family members in the house has been a struggle, they felt
it was important to set boundaries and healthy routines as an example for their staff to follow.
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For instance, when Fey’s two daughters came to live at home due to the pandemic she found that
she needed to designate certain areas for work and non-work in her house to “to maintain some
sense of normal” (FeyInt2). Fey, Mary, and Quinn shared that they lead by example through
practicing self-care, taking vacations, and setting boundaries within the home during this time of
crisis.
Leading through Partnership
The third leadership characteristic that emerged through the interviews with these three
women leaders was leading through partnership. The women leaders explained that recognizing
one’s own limitations and when to access outside experts is a meaningful characteristic of an
effective leader. They shared that leading through partnership became especially important
during this time of crisis where they were called upon as leaders to guide staff through areas that
may have been beyond their expertise. For example, in response to the social unrest that occurred
during the summer of 2020, Quinn decided to partner with an outside organization to help her
support her staff through discussions about systemic racism within their institution.
“shortly after George Floyd, we had those couple of sessions. We internally in the school
wanted to look at systemic and structural issues of racism in our school, and then take a
look systematically at our policies and practices and all that. So we're not experts, none of
us are. So I've contracted with a company. I think it's the [Name of Organization], they're
professionals at doing...critical conversations.” (QuinnInt1)
Likewise, through her leadership position, Mary also engaged with anti-racist professional
development after the surge in Black Lives Matter protests over the summer. When reflecting on
her participation as co-chair of her institution’s Anti-Racism Task Force, Mary divulged that
“I've really benefited from the other leaders on our Anti-racist team”. Mary recognized her own
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limitations as a White person and valued the opportunity to work with and learn from others who
are more versed on anti-racism practices.
The women leaders in this study believed it was crucial to lead through partnership
especially when the circumstances called for expertise that was beyond their capacities. Leading
through partnership was particularly key during this time of crisis that intensified certain issues
and made proper expertise all the more important.
“Trained for This”
As Stern (2013) notes, one of the primary tasks of leadership during a crisis is preparation
for the anticipation of possible crisis. The women leaders in this study were direct to point out
that leadership during high pressure, demanding, and crisis situations were not new experiences
for them. The anticipation and preparing for possible crisis are markings of a strong leader
(Stern, 2013). The leaders when asked what resources or skill sets they drew upon for this time,
outlined how they felt they had prepared and trained for crisis through life experiences, role
modeled behaviors, and previous crisis experiences.
Athletics, Teams, and Role Modeling
Each woman mentioned their involvement and role as a leader with team sports,
highlighting the lessons learned within high stress situations. While all three spoke to this, Fey
expressed it most vividly.
As a former athlete, you have to perform…if you're used to performing under pressure,
that's really good training for this, that capacity to say, "Yeah, okay, I'm tired, but the
clock will go out by whatever time, or I'm going to stay up late or whatever." And there
are people who don't do that. I mean, and that's just, people are different, right. People
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who crumble under that pressure. And so for me, the athletic training was part of that.
(FeyInt2)
The role of athletic participation also ties in at a team level. Although a leader of her own team,
each woman also recognizes that she is a part of a larger team through the University. As a
leader, she is also in spaces where she is not leading and can use other leaders as a role model.
Mary highlights that in the discussion of another woman leader that she supports in a team role,
“we set it up so that she was the leader and we were supporting her and she really is leading us.
It's a good team. And I think, for me, it's been great to have that as a resource” (MaryInt2).
Quinn also gave credit to past leadership including watching her parents in their
leadership roles as business owners and managers. “I learned a lot from them about their dealing
with crises and working under pressure…. I had good role models. And then I think just
throughout my career, I just had different mentors at various stages of my career and watched
and learned from them” (QuinnInt2).
Fey outlined current role modeling within the University that she benefits from as a leader with
other leaders through crisis as a team.
At the end of the day, I was saying that leadership matters. It matters more in a crisis.
And so being part of those leadership calls in the morning, the crisis management calls
with the president and watching him model being patient, and also insistent that we get it
right, all kinds of things. It's been an incredible learning experience and made me even
more grateful to be at a place where I think there's good leadership. (FeyInt2)
Role modeling and observation of other successful leaders provided these women with examples
and preparation for their time in the leadership roles.
Knowing the Possibilities and Acting
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Another key component to preparing for crisis as a leader is having a readiness for the
possibility of crisis (Stern, 2013). These women each addressed readiness extensively in their
interviews. In her second interview Fey outlines that while the pandemic was the overarching
crisis, the underlying components of issues were already existing, and thus not surprising.
We knew we were heading into something that was going to be different, right?... I would
say this over and over and over again, COVID simply amplified. If you had a problem
before, COVID just put a finer point on it, just amplified it in a way that nothing else
quite can. So, any change, any problems that you had, any issues … are just going to be
amplified by a crisis like COVID (FeyInt2)
Quinn also addressed contingency planning and anticipation of crisis. Through her lens of
leadership keeping her team employed and holding equitable standards was vital, as can be seen
in these interview excerpts:
We had to make a lot of budget cuts in university, I've done it before because I was a
dean before. So I knew how to do it. So I made decisions on cuts that affected everybody.
I didn't go to just faculty and say, "I'm going to make these cuts," and then not cut
anything for staff. I made it equitable and that good will sharing of the cuts. (QuinnInt2)
I cut research releases, I did everything, I made a lot of cuts and asked people to make a
lot of sacrifices, so I didn't have to let anybody go. That was my goal. I didn't want to let
anybody go during this period of time. And I was able to do that. My other colleges and
schools couldn't. And the one thing about me is that I'm the best under pressure. That's
where I'm best. (QuinnInt2)
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With the anticipation of crises, as well as past experience navigating crises, allowed these
women leaders to keep their priorities while moving forward towards the organizational goals
and mission.
Mission Alignment and Fit
It cannot be overlooked that each of these three women highlighted the overall
importance of their personal mission alignment with the mission of their role within the
university. As mission-driven individuals, these leaders have dedicated their careers to their
values. Quinn noted this in her first interview, “I've been very lucky to be able to get at the issues
that really interest me and drive me… it’s a very personal motivation. I want to use our resources
to support a community with really high ambitions, but significant challenges” (QuinInt1).
This strong mission fit was highlighted by each participant in their own words. This is
demonstrated in this excerpt from Mary’s interview, “I’m very motivated by that same idea that
the purpose of higher education should be to provide solutions for the public good… exactly the
job that I have” (MaryInt1). Fey phrased it succinctly when asked about her motivation to work
in higher education, “I don't know, it's just where I felt like I belonged” (FeyInt1).
Mission alignment for these women leaders is multifaceted and its importance is amplified
during crisis. This was addressed by both Mary and Fey in their first interviews during the first
few months of the COVID-19 crisis and during the country’s social and political unrest of Spring
2020:
As a leader I'm supposed to have my own personal mission of what I'm about… I don't
have that well-crafted yet, but I think that I, for whatever reason, get a kick out of making
things run really well, and creating environments where other really smart people can do
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their best work. I think that my job is to create an environment … to succeed and excel,
and that means removing barriers, that means enabling people” (FeyInt1).
…find where your best self is. We all can do certain things, but you can get into
situations where you're performing in a particular role, and it's not a particular part of you
that makes you feel good, that makes you feel your most creative. … turns out that I'm
my best self when I'm part of a team, I'm my best self when I'm thinking and coordinating
things and bringing plans together and motivating people…I had a mission… to be as
part of a team, as a leader, and encouraging people to think outside the box (MaryInt1).
With leaders, these women see their role during times of crisis, and calm, as vital. As Fey said, “I
liked the mission of the place. That's just been even more important now” (FeyInt2).
Limitations
As a small-scale narrative study there are limitations that need to be considered if
transferring the findings to other settings. While the findings do align with previous research on
leadership crisis, three important limitations for transferability should be noted. First, the sample
of participants in this study were all White females. Thus, they only represent one small group
within higher education leadership. Additionally, the participants are leaders at a single PWI in
the mid-Atlantic region which might detract from the transferability of findings to other
institutions and regions. Finally, the women were all leaders in higher education and findings
may not be applicable in K-12 settings. Overall, each of the individual experiences of these
women are unique, but there is a shared essence that may provide insight for women leaders in
crisis in many contexts.
Implications and Future Research Directions
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This paper provides critical insight for women leaders in higher education administration,
especially for during times of change and crisis. By taking an in-depth view of these women’s
experiences, this paper illustrates the realities of how crisis leadership has been redefined by
women in a male-dominated space. This exploration is also important for those outside of these
roles to gain insight and be called upon to be active advocates, allies, and champions for women
in leadership. As more women ascend to leadership roles across disciplines and platforms, it’s
clear that their experiences navigating crises will be important to understand and learn from
moving forward. The findings from this study lead to several implications for effective
leadership during a crisis and for future needed research directions.
Future Leaders: Leadership needs to plan for future crises.
One of the key takeaways from the reflections of the women leaders included in this
study on their experiences of crisis management is that they all had certain contingency plans in
place in anticipation of a crisis. While the specific challenges of the pandemic are certainly
unique and were largely unforeseen, these women leaders in higher education administration
were ready to address them. In approaching this crisis, the women leaders drew upon their
previous experiences handling such difficulties like budget cuts and altered working
environments in order to manage this exacerbated scenario. Their backgrounds in athletic
participation prepared them for high stress situations where they needed to make tough decisions
while also supporting their staff teams. Future leaders need to anticipate the possible intensity of
a crisis and the flexibility needed to manage it as a part of their routine leadership planning.
Including potential contingencies before a crisis hits can be beneficial to leadership, their staff,
and the organization as a whole.
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Future Leaders: Leading with compassion needs to be valued and viewed as a non-gendered
crisis leadership skill.
Of the several advantageous leadership characteristics demonstrated by these women
leaders, leading with compassion stood out as particularly important in the context of the
pandemic and social unrest crises. The empathetic practices these women leaders implemented
and built upon to meet the needs of their staff during this time of crisis should serve as examples
for future leaders, both male and female alike. Since effective leaders have historically been
characterized by stereotypically male traits, leading with compassion has sometimes been viewed
as a weakness rather than a strength. However, the findings from this study indicate that leading
with compassion can be beneficial for an organization, especially when enduring an ongoing,
emotionally draining crisis.
Future Research: There is a need for more research specific to women and women from
diverse social groups in higher education crisis management.
While the field of research on women in crisis leadership is emerging and holding
attention in the social sciences, there is more to be done. Feminist intersectionality implores us to
ensure research in this vein is moving forward by exploring similar research questions with
women of color, within the LGBTQAI+ community, and with leaders of varying physical and
cognitive abilities. Their unique intersectionality holds insight for other women entering higher
education administration and other organizational leadership positions. As noted by Gabster et al.
(2020), “Finally, and most importantly, recognize that women from ethnic minority groups face
additional challenges in academia and take structural action to provide support and address these
challenges.” Future research should be done to explore the specific ways women with additional
marginalized identities navigate leadership positions in general and during times of crisis.
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Future Research: There is a need for a post-pandemic reflection on what lessons have been
learned in crisis management for leadership in higher education administration.
While the findings from this research study provide significant insight in the ways
women leaders in higher education administration navigate heightened crises, there should be
additional research done once the main constraints of the pandemic have subsided. This study
gleaned critical reflections from women leaders while they were still immersed in the daily chaos
of the unique crises of 2020. Future research should be done after some time has passed and
these women leaders as well as others are able to look back on this period and reflect back
critically.
Conclusion
The exploration of women leaders in higher education during times of crisis is a rich area
of research. As the world continues to change, globalize, digitize, and accelerate, quality humancentered crisis leadership will continue to be vital. Through this study, a brief glimpse of the
complexities of crisis and leadership through compassion, by example, and with collaborative
partners has been investigated. The value of empathy and human connection, especially when the
crisis landscape is tied to social constructs and individual health, has been demonstrated through
the experiences of these women leaders. Additionally, as discussed, leadership must foresee
crises and establish partnerships and build internal capacity prior to the emergence of crisis. As
Fey highlights in her second interview, leadership especially in crisis demands perseverance and
stamina from leaders.
This situation is not for the faint of heart…My boss called us and just was like, "Yeah, it's
going to be like this for a while. Get used to like." There's no apology in that. There's no
like, "Oh, you poor thing or whatever." But you have to be tough, and you do have to just

WOMEN* ADMINISTRATORS IN HIGHER EDUCATION DURING TIMES OF CRISIS

30

realize it's like when you're a parent, and you're like, "Yeah, I'm just not going to get any
sleep, and then I'm going to go to work the next day because I have to, even though my
kid was up in the middle of the night." That's just where I'm at, and you deal with that.
(FeyInt2)
Personal and organizational mission fit provide persistence during difficult times. Leadership is
not for the faint of heart and it is within crisis that an individual’s leadership qualities are tested.

*The word “women” refers to all people who identify as women

References
Agosto, V., & Roland, E. (2018). Intersectionality and educational leadership: A critical review.
Review of Research in Education, 42(1), 255-285.
Ashcraft, K.L. (2013). The glass slipper: ‘Incorporating’ occupational identity in management
studies. Academy of Management Review, 38(1), 6-31.
Bannerji, H., Carty, L., Dehli, K., Heald, S., & McKenna, K. (1992). Unsettling relations: The
university as a site of feminist struggles. South End Press.
Baldoni, J. (2008). Lead by example: 50 ways great leaders inspire results. AMACOM Div
American Mgmt Assn.
Billups, F. D. (2019). Qualitative data collection tools: Design, development, and applications
(Vol. 55). Sage Publications.
Breslin, R. A., Pandey, S., & Riccucci, N. M. (2017). Intersectionality in public leadership
research: A review and future research agenda. Review of Public Personnel
Administration, 37(2), 160-182.

WOMEN* ADMINISTRATORS IN HIGHER EDUCATION DURING TIMES OF CRISIS

31

Burgman, R. (2018). Woman* leader: Future perfect continuous. About Campus, 23(5), 21-24.
Bruckmüller, S., Ryan, M. K., Rink, F., & Haslam, S. A. (2014). Beyond the glass ceiling: The
glass cliff and its lessons for organizational policy. Social issues and policy review, 8(1),
202-232.
Channing, J. (2020). What about your kids and your husband?: Gender-blind sexism in women
higher education administrators’ narratives. Education Leadership Review, 21(1), 41-56.
Clark, K. L., & Johnson, A. T. (2017). Surrendering to gender in education? complacency and
the woman leader. Journal of Women in Educational Leadership, 215, 1–27.
Chliwniak, L. (1997). Higher Education Leadership: Analyzing the Gender Gap. ASHE-ERIC
Higher Education Report, Vol. 25, No. 4. ERIC Clearinghouse on Higher Education, The
George Washington University
Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2007). Research Methods in Education (6th ed.).
Routledge
Collins, A., Florin, M. V., & Renn, O. (2020). COVID-19 risk governance: drivers, responses
and lessons to be learned. Journal of Risk Research, 23(7-8), 1073-1082.
Coscieme, L., Fioramonti, L., Mortensen, L. F., Pickett, K. E., Kubiszewski, I., Lovins, H., ... &
Wilkinson, R. (2020). Women in power: female leadership and public health outcomes
during the COVID-19 pandemic. MedRxiv.
Curry, B. K. (2000). Women in power: Pathways to leadership in education. Teachers College
Press.
Dannenberg, A. (2015). Leading by example versus leading by words in voluntary contribution
experiments. Social Choice and Welfare, 44(1), 71-85.

WOMEN* ADMINISTRATORS IN HIGHER EDUCATION DURING TIMES OF CRISIS

32

Dirani, K. M., Abadi, M., Alizadeh, A., Barhate, B., Garza, R. C., Gunasekara, N., Ibrahim, G.,
& Majzun, Z. (2020). Leadership competencies and the essential role of human resource
development in times of crisis: A response to Covid-19 pandemic. Human Resource
Development International, 23(4), 380-394.
Frankl, V. E. (1959). The spiritual dimension in existential analysis and logotherapy. Journal of
Individual Psychology, 15(2), 157.
Gabster, B. P., van Daalen, K., Dhatt, R., & Barry, M. (2020). Challenges for the female
academic during the COVID-19 pandemic. The Lancet, 395(10242), 1968-1970.
Galea, S., & Abdalla, S. M. (2020). COVID-19 pandemic, unemployment, and civil unrest:
underlying deep racial and socioeconomic divides. Jama, 324(3), 227-228.
Geertz, C. (1973). The interpretation of cultures: selected essays. Basic Books.
Gedro, J., Allain, N. M., De-Souza, D., Dodson, L., & Mawn, M. V. (2020). Flattening the
learning curve of leadership development: reflections of five women higher education
leaders during the Coronavirus pandemic of 2020. Human Resource Development
International, 23(4), 395-405.
Glowacki-Dudka, M., Murray, J., Gray, J. I., & Johnson, S. (2016). Indiana women of
achievement: using self-directedness, self-efficacy and self-determination to explore
opportunities for leadership. International Journal of Lifelong Education, 35(6), 682–
697.
Hancock, A. M. (2007). When multiplication doesn’t equal quick addition: Examining
intersectionality as a research paradigm. Perspectives on Politics, 5(1), 63-79.

WOMEN* ADMINISTRATORS IN HIGHER EDUCATION DURING TIMES OF CRISIS

33

Hendrickson, R. M., Lane, J. E., Harris, J. T., & Dorman, R. H. (2013). Academic leadership and
governance of higher education: A guide for trustees, leaders, and aspiring leaders of
two-and four-year institutions. Stylus Publishing, LLC.
Hochschild, A. R. (1990). The second shift: Inside the two-job marriage. Penguin Books.
Hooks, B. (2000). Feminist theory: From margin to center. Pluto Press.
Jaworski, J. (1998). Destiny and the leader. Insights on Leadership: Service, Stewardship, and
Servant Leadership, 1-11.
Klenke, K. (2004). Women and leadership: A contextual perspective. Springer Publishing
Company.
Klenke, K. (Ed.). (2017). Women in leadership: Contextual dynamics and boundaries. Emerald
Group Publishing.
Lincoln, Y. G., & Guba, E. G. EG (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Sage Publications.
Lowe, M. E. (2011). Breaking the stained glass ceiling: Women's collaborative leadership style
as a model for theological education. Journal of Research on Christian Education, 20(3),
309-329.
Mavin, S., & Yusupova, M. (2020). Gendered experiences of leading and managing through
COVID-19: Patriarchy and precarity. Gender in Management: An International Journal.
35(7/8). 737-744.
Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2016). Qualitative research: A guide to design and
implementation (4th Ed). John Wiley & Sons.
National Center for Education Statistics, IPEDS Data Center (NCES) (2018), “Full-time
instructional staff, by faculty and tenure status, academic rank, race/ethnicity, and gender

WOMEN* ADMINISTRATORS IN HIGHER EDUCATION DURING TIMES OF CRISIS

34

(Degree-Granting institutions): fall 2018”, Fall Staff 2018 Survey, available at:
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/use-the-data.
Ospina, S., & Foldy, E. (2010). Building bridges from the margins: The work of leadership in
social change organizations. The Leadership Quarterly, 21(2), 292-307.
Redmond, P., Gutke, H., Galligan, L., Howard, A., & Newman, T. (2017). Becoming a female
leader in higher education: investigations from a regional university. Gender and
Education, 29(3), 332-351.
Rocco, T. S., & Shuck, B. (2019). Death and dying: Grief, compassion and workplace responses.
New Horizons in Adult Education & Human Resource Development, 32(1): 1–4.
doi:10.1002/nha3.20268.
Ryan, M.K., & Haslam, S.A. (2007). The glass cliff: Exploring the dynamics surrounding the
appointment of women to precarious leadership positions, Academy of Management
Review, 32(2), 549-572.
Saldaña, J. (2015). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. Sage Publications.
Simpson, R., & Kumra, S. (2016). The Teflon effect: When the glass slipper meets merit. Gender
in Management: An International Journal, 31(8), 562-576.
Spendlove, M. (2007). Competencies for effective leadership in higher education. International
Journal of Educational Management, 21(5), 407-417.
Stefan, T., & Nazarov, A. D. (2020, November). Challenges and competencies of leadership in
Covid-19 Pandemic. In Research technologies of pandemic coronavirus impact (RTCOV
2020) (pp. 518-524). Atlantis Press.
Stern, E. (2013). Preparing: The sixth task of crisis leadership. Journal of Leadership Studies,
7(3), 51-56.

